Early research has explored the relationship between at-risk students and communication apprehension. Atrisk students have been found to have high levels of apprehension in a variety of communication settings. However, little attention has been given to exploring at-risk students perceptions of their communication skills and other areas of communication competency beyond general communication apprehension or fear of speaking. This study explores the relationship between at-risk students; self reported levels of communication competence, communication apprehension, and additional areas of communication skills such as selfmonitoring and verbal aggressiveness. The results of this study show that at-risk students tend to report having high communication competency levels, while testing very low on communication skill areas. Study implications and suggested areas for future research and curriculum development for teachers are explored.
Introduction
For over two decades, at-risk students have been studied from a variety of viewpoints ranging from mentoring (Blechman 1992) , basic skills (Dixon-Floyd & Johnson 1997) , depression (Eacott 2008) , speech and language disorders (Thatcher et al., 2008) , and living skills (Prince et al., 2010) . Communication skills as a topic of concern for at-risk students was specifically highlighted by Mc Whirter et al. (1994) when the author'sargued that low or at-risk students needed to develop five "C's" of competence to help them succeed.
One of the identified "C's" was "communication with others" (p. 190). Wolfe et al. (2003) identified specific communication and conflict resolution skills as a means to reduce dating violence with at-risk youth.
RQ1: Do at-risk students perceive themselves to possess competent communication skills? RQ2: Are at-risk students perception of their communication skills supported by different communication skills tests? RQ3: Do at-risk students struggle in areas of communication competence outside of public speaking and/or speaking in groups?
Method
3.1 Sample and Population 29 students were tested at a small public high school in the Pacific Northwest. All 29 students were first year high school students and were identified as at-risk students based upon middle school performances. To qualify as at-risk, each student had less than 80% attendance (meaning they were absent from school for more than 20% of the time or more than 10 days per semester during middle school), had one or more failing grades in a core content class in middle school, and scored below the benchmark on the standardized State test. All 29 students were placed in a specific freshman inquiry class with the intent of trying to keep them from dropping out of school.
2 15 students were male and 14 were female. 20 students were Caucasian, seven were Hispanic, and one was African American. The average age for the test group was 14.3 years. Collection of data was a blind study. Students were asked to respond to the test questions (different test on different days) as a part of the regular class curriculum but were never told what the questionnaire was testing or what it was about.
Measurement Instruments

Communication Competence
Communication competence was measured by use of the Communication Competence Test (CCT) (Wiemann, 1977) . The CCT is a 36-item, Likert-type questionnaire that yields scores ranging from 36 to 180.
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The CCT was used because it has long been recognized in the discipline as an accurate way to measure competence. CCT questions were general enough in nature that it was not anticipated to pose interpretation problems for high school students.
Communication Apprehension
Communication apprehension was measured by use of the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24; McCroskey, 1982) . The PRCA is a 24-item Likert-type questionnaire that yields score ranging from 24-120. 4 The PRCA-24 was selected because it was the measurement tool used in several previous studies and it is the most widely used measurement of communication apprehension (Levine & McCroskey, 1990) .
Verbal Aggression
Since many communication struggles and conflicts can arise from verbal aggressiveness, a verbal aggression test was used to determine if test subjects struggled in communication situations because of being verbally aggressive. Verbal aggression was measured by use of the verbal aggression interpersonal model and measure (VAIM) (Infante & Wigley, 1986) . The VAIM is a 20-item Likert-type questionnaire that yields scores ranging from 20 to 100.
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The VAIM was selected because of its validity with an Alpha reliability of .81. All statements on the test were read to the students and an interpretation of more sophisticated statements was provided when students did not understand what a statement meant.
Self-Monitor Skills
A key component to successful communication skills is the ability to engage in self-monitoring. A high selfmonitoring individual is one who, out of concern for social appropriateness, is particularly sensitive to the expression and self-presentation of others in social situations and uses these cues as guidelines for monitoring his/her own self-presentation (Snyder 1974 p. 528) . The self-monitor skills test is a 25-item Likert-type questionnaire that yields score ranging from 0-25. Scores in the range of 0-8 indicate a low selfmonitor. Scores in the 9-16 range indicate a moderate self-monitor. Scores in the 17-25 range indicate a high self-monitor. A low or "non" self-monitoring person has little concern for the appropriateness of his/her presentation and expression, pays less attention to the expression of others, and monitors and controls his/her presentation to a lesser extent. His/her presentation and expression appear to be controlled from within by his/her experience rather than by situation and interpersonal specifications of appropriateness (Snyder p. 536 ). Snyder's (1974) self-monitoring test was used to measure at what level did at-risk students engage in self-monitoring. 6 The self-monitoring scale was used because it is well respected and used in the psychology and communication disciplines and has a test-retest reliability of .83 and a Kuder-Richardson 20 reliability of .70.All statements on the test were read to the students and an interpretation of more sophisticated statements was provided when students did not understand what a statement meant.
The test group was found to be low-moderate self-monitors. With self-monitoring being found to be extremely crucial for competent communicators, most of the at-risk students were found to be moderate low to low showing that at-risk students do not possess the skills needed to be able to monitor communication situations appropriately.
A final result worth noting involves the test groups mean for the need for control based on the Mach Scale IV test. At-risk students as a whole appear to have a moderate to low need for control. This may be due to at-risk students coming out of negative home environments where strong communication skills are not taught and they either do not care to fight for control or have possibly given up on trying to control negative environments. Further testing is needed to explore this relationship.
The overall results from this study provide some interesting insights to assist teachers in addressing at-risk students. Since at-risk students seem to clearly perceive themselves to be competent communicators when test results indicated otherwise, these communication deficiencies need to be addressed.
At-risk students appear to need help in developing communication skills in meetings, groups, interpersonal interaction and in public speaking. At-risk students also need to be taught how to be higher self-monitors and be able to better read social and communication cues in different environments and then know how to adapt and respond to those environments.
While having low verbal aggression tendencies is essentially good, using those low tendencies to possibly become passive and/or apathetic is not acceptable of healthy. Teachers need to address instructing at-risk students to have confidence and courage and be able to clearly articulate their concerns and needs. Furthermore, while a low need for control based on the Mach Scale IV test can be a strength when developing communication skills, further testing should be done on at-risk students to discover why this group consistently tested so low.
Have at-risk students lives been filled with so much academic struggle and defeat that they have simply given up trying to control the world around them? Have they become so discouraged that not selfadvocating is a normal way of live? Further research would be helpful to explore this relationship.
This study provides numerous areas for future study. This study did not engage in the interpretation of data based on sex. Do male and female at-risk students test differently and have different communication competency struggles? This study also did not allow for ethnicity differences.
The inclusion of socio-economic data would also prove very informative in terms of parent education level of at-risk students, economic profiles, and other demographic data.
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Future research should target specific deficiencies in at-risk students and include teaching and training to address those concerns. Fourtney et al. (2001) argue that communication competency can be taught and learned. Therefore, teachers of at-risk students should develop curriculum designed to help address effective tools to being a better high self-monitor. Especially since at-risk students appear to not be aware that they do not do this well (based on evaluating themselves as highly competent in communication). Pre and post-tests would be helpful in all areas of communication apprehension -groups, meetings, interpersonal and public speaking. Since at-risk students appear to consistently be deficient in these areas, providing tools to address these deficiencies could strengthen at-risk students overall skill sets and allow them to better advocate and express their feelings, struggles, and engage the public in a productive manner.
